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This study was implemented by Boston University in collaboration with the Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology 
with support from the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) through the U.S. Agency for International Development 
under Project SEARCH Task Order No. GHH-I-00-07-00023-00, beginning August 27, 2010. The content and views expressed here  are 
the authors’ and do not necessarily reflect the opinion or policy of USAID or the U.S. Government. 
“Using what you have to get what you want”
HIV Vulnerability and Prevention Needs of 
Female Post-Secondary Students Engaged 
in Transactional Sex in Kumasi, Ghana
b a c k g r o u n d
HIV prevalence among young Ghanaian men and women aged 15–24 years old is estimated at 1.7%.1 
HIV prevalence in the specific population of female post-secondary students is unknown. The Ghana 
AIDS Commission (GAC) recognizes the need for further research in communities participating 
in less well-defined risky sex practices. This study was conducted by Boston University’s Center for 
Global Health and Development and the Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology 
with funding from the United States Agency for International Development/Ghana. The objective 
was to provide academic institutions, the GAC, the National AIDS Control Program, donors, and 
other stakeholders with data to inform research and programmatic efforts in Kumasi, specifically, as 
well as academic institutions, in general. Study participants were recruited from five post-secondary 
institutions in the greater Kumasi area. Data were collected on students’ perceptions of transactional 
sex (TS) on campus, individual and structural HIV vulnerabilities, and prevention needs through 
in-depth interviews with seven female post-secondary students involved in TS and focus groups with 
twenty-nine female and male students. Key informant interviews were also conducted with faculty, 
residence hall matrons, and hotel staff. Non-commercial transactional sex is defined here as engaging 
in sex for the purposeof obtaining material goods, financial support, or grades.
k e y  f i n d i n g s
Age range for TS practice: TS appears to be a common practice among female post-secondary students 
between the ages of 20 and 29. Students who participated in in-depth interviews suggested that TS 
may start before post-secondary education. They also commented on age disparities between female 
students and male TS partners, noting that the men are typically older and more financially stable.
HIV risk behaviors: Sex with multiple partners and unprotected sex were frequently mentioned 
as behaviors in which female post-secondary students engage. The biggest perceived risks were 
unwanted pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections (STI), including HIV. Study participants 
said that most female post-secondary students think more about pregnancy than HIV. They also 
reported that female students engaged in TS often forego using condoms when seeking something 
material in return for sex. Some participants stated that higher monetary value is placed on 
unprotected sex as compared to sex with a condom.
1  Ghana National AIDS Control Programme. National HIV Prevalence and AIDS Estimates Report 2012-2016. March 2013.
“They [women]  
also have the 
notion that the 
guys on campus 
cannot provide 
their needs so they 
rather go in for 
older men who can 
provide their needs 
such as clothing, 
pay their fees and 
support them.”
— 22 year old female sociology 
and social work student
2  Operations Research among Key Populations in Ghana
Continuum of Sexual Agency2
Motivation for TS: Common push and pull factors motivate female post-secondary students 
to engage in TS. Push factors include familial poverty and financial need. Peer pressure, desire 
for luxury goods, and grades are the common pull factors.
Sex in exchange for material goods and financial support was perceived to be common and 
considered a social norm. At the same time, female students described gifts as a sign of how 
much their male partners cared for them. This finding points to the difficulty of clearly 
differentiating between sex for material gain and the exchange of gifts that occurs in the 
context of an intimate relationship. Teasing out when TS becomes a necessity due to financial 
hardship is therefore challenging. Most of the female students who participated in in-depth 
interviews described exchanging sex for money and/or goods to support themselves or to 
alleviate family impoverishment.
Female study participants reported feeling pressured to keep up their physical appearance 
and became involved in TS to improve their social status. Some stated that their involvement 
was not due to financial need, but to the desire to have certain material goods and gifts. 
These findings support previous research on TS as being both a response to poverty and being 
influenced by peer pressure to obtain luxury items.
Sex for grades was mentioned as a common form of TS. Female students reported a lack of 
trust in reporting systems or in the enforcement of institutional policies designed to protect 
a student from an abusive lecturer or tutor. They highlighted a common perception that 
university staff receiving reports of abuse may protect the lecturer, not the student. Such 
ambivalence about policies and reporting systems may enable TS practices to continue 
unacknowledged at post-secondary institutions.
2 Adapted fromWeissman A, Cocker J, Sherburne L, Beth Powers M, Lovich R, Mukaka M. Cross-generational relationships: 
using a “Continuum of Volition” in HIV prevention work among young people. Gender & Development [Internet]. 2006 Mar  
[cited 2012 Oct 8];14(1):81–94. Available from: http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13552070500518293.
“If she does not use a 
condom then she is at 
risk. So if they are not 
educated properly on 
the use of protective 
sex some of these girls 
easily succumb to sex 
and because they need 
something they tend to 
agree. … Whereas the 
commercial sex worker 
will insist on condom 
use, some of these girls 
are young and they are 
eager to please.”
— 55 year old female lecturer
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Knowledge of and access to HIV prevention and health services: Female students 
reported a lack of awareness and access to sexual health services on campus. Both female 
and male students perceived sexual health services to be inaccessible for female students, 
stigma being the main barrier to obtaining timely services. Additional barriers mentioned 
by some students (both female and male) included insensitive health facility staff and fear of 
the consequences of disclosing their sexual history.
c o n c l u s i o n s
From this exploratory study, definitive conclusions on the extent of TS practices among 
post-secondary students in Ghana and the overall contribution of the practices to the HIV 
epidemic cannot be established. However, several important factors for HIV prevention 
programming came to light. Study participants engaged in TS distanced themselves from 
sex work They described TS relationships as tending to be established rather than one-off 
encounters, albeit primarily motivated for material or financial gain. Non-commercial 
TS among post-secondary students appears to be a common social norm, indicating a 
potentially important vulnerable population that currently gets little attention and few 
research and programmatic resources. The findings raise but cannot conclusively answer 
important questions about increased vulnerability to HIV among female post-secondary 
students. Additional qualitative and quantitative studies are needed to more fully 
understand and measure TS risk behaviors and HIV and STI prevalence among female 
post-secondary students.
r e c o m m e n d at i o n s
Strategic and Programmatic Focus Areas:
 § Increase economic alternatives for female post-secondary students, including part-time 
jobs, work-study positions, and scholarships.
 § Increase gender equity training for female post-secondary students to influence norms on 
gender equity and age-disparate relationships.
 § Develop and implement a professional approach and performance standards for health 
care providers serving the post-secondary school student population.
Post-Secondary Educational Institutions:
 § Improve the accessibility of sexual health services on campuses, including regular 
publicity about the types of services available and condom distribution programs.
 § Improve the clarity of policies and enforcement of reporting systems for sexual 
harassment at post-secondary institutions.
 § Improve the academic climate for female students so that they do not feel obligated to 
resort to TS in order to succeed in their studies.
The complete report may be downloaded at: http://www.bu.edu/cghd/our-work/projects/
assessing-and-identifying-hiv-transmission-in-most-at-risk-populations-in-ghana.
“People who 
are involved in 
transactional sex do  
it not out of their own 
will but because the 
circumstances around 
push them to. So if 
the right resources are 
provided that will help.”
— 20 year old female English 
and sociology student
“Ladies on campus 
mostly go in for  
money not necessarily 
for something else  
but for financial 
support from the 
guys. They even go 
out for more than 
three guys just for 
money and their daily 
upkeep.”
—24 year old male marketing student
